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The Conception of Social Aesthetics????
Sanshiro Ishikawa’s Social Symphony
ABSTRACT
Sanshiro Ishikawa??????????is well known as an anarchist thinker and activist in
pre-war Japan. Yet, it is not known that Ishikawa was a Japanese translator of August
Comte’s Philosophie Positive and a proponent of Social Aesthetics as a new intellectual and
social practice. Through a close and extensive reading of Ishikawa’s Anarchism as Social
Aesthetics??????and other writings, this paper explores a potential of aesthetic social
inquiry in contemporary society. To anticipate the conclusion, Ishikawa’s Social Aesthetics
can be revived as a new manner of doing social research if its epistemological difficulties
are neutralized on the basis of contemporary advances in sociological and aesthetic theory.
Anarchism as Social Aesthetics opens with the following statements. “Social Aesthetics
is not a social study of aesthetics. Nor is it a sociological study of the aesthetic. What I
mean by Social Aesthetics is a study of social phenomena per se as objects of our aesthetic
appreciation. While Jean-Marie Guyau studied arts sociologically, I hope to study society
aesthetically.” Instead of a sociology of the aesthetic (or beauty), Ishikawa proposes an
aesthetics of the social . Such an innovative attempt has serious implications for our
conception of social knowledge, since it not only undermines the privileged status of
‘science’ in social knowledge, but also unfastens the grip of arts in our aesthetic
understanding of the world. Moreover, Social Aesthetics is not merely a proposal for a new
academic field, but also an integral part of intellectual and social activism aiming for the
betterment of society.
Ishikawa’s Social Aesthetics attempts to describe ‘social beauty’ distinct from artistic
or natural beauty. Ishikawa sees ‘a combined netlike organization twill weaved crosswise’ in
the society where people’s small associations in various regions and occupations ally
themselves to each other and extend their networks to the whole world. In such
movements, Ishikawa also hears ‘a social symphony’ of multiple melodic flows and
developments. In comparing such a spontaneous social organizing of work and life to a kind
of artwork, he points out that ‘social beauty’ as ‘the unity of the multiple’ glitters out in the
social situations where “each and every one is free to act spontaneously”, “a consistent
rhythm is developing,” and “each and every one has his /her special melody to play.” Such
an understanding of ‘social beauty’, together with his ideal of ‘the ethos of competitive
advance and mutual demonstration(“If you are the the superior, show your superiority; if you
are the inferior, show your inferiority. And then, cooperate together! ”), his ideal of ‘nudist
social life’ and ‘indigenous earthly life’ (dominkurashi), constitute Ishikawa’s conception of
aesthetic democracy.
Ishikawa’s proposal for Social Aesthetics has some epistemological difficulties. How is
it possible that we perform an aesthetic observation of an abstract entity called ‘society’?
And, how can we, as ‘participating observers’ heavily influenced by the very social interests
and desires, perceive correctly or at least non-arbitrarily the aesthetic quality of ‘society? In
order to neutralize, if not resolve, these difficulties, we need to supplement Ishikawa’s
ideas with other significant developments in sociology and philosophical aesthetics. Among
these developments are G. Simmel’s analysis of ‘sociality as sociological art’, W. Morris’s
proposal for ‘the extension of art into everyday life,’ S. Kuki’s analysis of ‘the structure of
Iki,’ G. Böhme’s ‘aesthetics of atmosphere in communications’, A. Stratti’s ‘organizational
aesthetics,’ and recent efforts in social and human sciences to experiment with the concept
of ‘social aesthetics’ by A. Berleant, D. McDougall, J. Kosnoski and others.
In the concluding part of the paper, I refer to my own works for the development of
contemporary Social Aesthetics, and point out several promising lines of research for the
future.
Key Words : social aesthetics, Sanshiro Ishikawa, social beauty, netlike organization, social
symphony, anarchism, democracy
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